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THE NATURE AND SCOPE OF THE SCIENCE 
OF COMPARATIVE RELIGION. 



By Merwin-Marie Snell. 



Distinction bet-ween Theology and Philosophy and Science. — The science 
of religion deals with the phenomena. — These phenomena multiform — their 
accumulation dependent on the specialists in other departments. — Examples 
in Zoroastrianism. — Employment of folk-lore. — Comparative religion an 
historical science. — Results to be expected from it. — False and true method in 
its study. 

The word science has changed its meaning very much during 
the past century or two. Formerly it was synonymous with 
"knowledge," and was applied especially to clear and system- 
atized knowledge. Consequently the kinds of knowledge which 
were most exalted in their subject-matter, and which admitted of 
the highest degree of certitude, such as theology and metaphys- 
ics, were considered as science par excellence. 

But since the rise of the inductive method, with Bacon and 
Leonardo da Vinci, those branches of science which deal with 
the merely phenomenal aspect of things have undergone an 
enormous development, having been until that time very much 
neglected. Now as the use of the inductive method involves a 
vast amount of observation, with a relatively small amount of 
thought, a distinction naturally arose between the knowledge 
which is simply the result of the collection and correlation of 
facts, and that which is derived from the profounder processes 
of thought and the study and elucidation of ideas. 

The first has come to monopolize in popular usage the name 
of science, while the latter is called philosophy, and, in a nar- 
rower sense, metaphysics. 

These preliminary considerations prepare us to appreciate the 
great distinctions which exist between the scientific study of reli- 
gions and the theological or the philosophical study of them. 
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Theology concerns itself with the classification and elucida- 
tion of religious doctrines the truth of which is presupposed. 
The philosophy of religion studies the religious beliefs and prac- 
tices of mankind, with a view to correlating them with the princi- 
ples from which they have sprung or by which they are explained, 
and discovering their interior relations with each other, with truth, 
and with all the facts and principles of the universe. The sci- 
ence of comparative religion, which ought to be called hierology 
(the science of sacred things), though that term until its recent 
adoption in the present sense by the United States National 
Museum, and a few Continental scholars, was monopolized by 
the Egyptologists, deals with the same beliefs and practices 
simply as phenomena of human thought and conduct, apart 
altogether from the question of their truth or falsity, their utility 
or harmfulness, recording them as accurately as possible, tracing 
the history of their developments and corruptions, and classify- 
ing them according to their observed relations. 

To recapitulate, theology elucidates religious truths ; hier- 
ology classifies religious phenomena ; and the philosophy of 
religion seeks to explain those truths and those phenomena by 
discovering the great laws of which they are the illustration. 
With theology, with the philosophy of religion, and with pro- 
paedeutics — that branch of philosophy which concerns itself with 
the grounds of supernatural as well as of natural certitude — the 
science of hierology has no direct relations. 

Passing beyond these broad generalizations, let us see exactly 
what the work is which this science has to do. We will glance 
first at its materials, secondly at its aims, and thirdly at its 
methods. 

Hierology takes cognizance of all facts connected with any 
of the religious beliefs and practices of the human race, consid- 
ered merely as phenomena of thought and conduct. Its first task 
is to place these facts upon record. Every religious and ethical 
notion, every ceremonial rite, and every sacred office of each of 
the innumerable sects which dot the surface of the globe must be 
accurately described in a form available for future reference. 
Where a chronological series of such facts relating to the same 
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people or sect can be obtained, it must be made as complete as 
the records of history and tradition will permit, for it will be of 
incalculable value in tracing the history of its development, 
fusion, disintegration and corruption, as well as in suggesting or 
confirming conclusions as to the general history of religions, and 
doctrines, and practices. 

This accumulation of materials by the collection and record- 
ing of religious facts can only in small part be done by the stu- 
dents of comparative religion themselves. It becomes a physical 
impossibility for them in view of the multiplicity of sects, and 
particularly the languages which they employ, to do much of this 
preliminary labor. They are compelled, in the very nature of the 
case, to rely for materials mainly upon another class of workers. 
They must collect, and sift, and weigh the evidence furnished by 
trustworthy travelers and explorers, and special students of 
individual literatures or groups of literatures ; they must accept 
the translations of sacred books made by the most competent 
linguists, checking them and all the facts which they use by means 
of all the available channels of information. 

To show how hopeless a task it would be for the hierologist 
to undertake to gather his own materials from their original 
sources, or to verify them personally, it will be sufficient to cite 
the single example of Mazdeism, the religion of the Zend Avesta, 
For a man to have an opinion regarding the interpretation of any 
particular passage in its sacred books which will be of any weight 
as against those of the Zend specialists, he must be thoroughly 
master of at least five most difficult tongues, namely, the Old 
Persian (the language of the cuneiform inscriptions), the Gatha 
dialect (found in the most ancient part of the Avesta), the Zend 
(in which the rest of the collection is written), the Pahlavi (a 
later tongue in which versions and commentaries abound), and 
the Sanscrit (the nearest congener of this linguistic group) ; and 
it would be the task of a lifetime to acquire such a proficiency in 
them as to make a competent opinion possible. 

It is a mistake sometimes made by certain classes of scientific 
students of religions to exclude from consideration some portion 
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of the facts of which cognizance must be taken if adequate and 
reliable results are to be obtained. 

Some take into account only what may be called the accou- 
trements and decorations of religion, that is to say, the rites and 
ceremonies, and objects of religious use or veneration. Others 
would limit our attention to the myths, or tales and legends, in 
which the religious notions of a people may chance to be embodied. 

These are all important factors in the problems to be resolved, 
and cannot be properly omitted, but they are neither the whole, 
nor the most important of the facts which need to be recorded. 
Every cult in the world contains, at least in germ, five distinct 
elements: a doctrinal system, a code of morals, a theory of spir- 
itual life or mystical development, a ritual, and a sacerdotal or 
ministerial organization. In most religions these elements are 
woven closely together, into a Mythos, that is to say, a body of 
poetic narratives, which usually contain a mingling of allegorical, 
historic and purely rhetorical elements. These stories or myths 
constitute the religious belief of a people, illustrate its ethical 
ideals, shadow forth its spiritual aspirations, are acted out in its 
ritual, and furnish the credentials of its hierarchs. And yet com- 
parative mythology, which deals with these, is not all of the sci- 
ence of comparative religion. The latter deals with the phenom- 
ena of religion, not only in their relation to the Mythos, but to 
all the other phenomena of human thought and experience with 
which they are in any way connected ; and it concerns itself more, 
rather than less, with those higher religions in which the Mythos 
is replaced by the creed. 

Most of the popular traditionary tales, even such as are 
included in the Arabian Nights, ^Esop's Fables and Mother 
Goose, had originally a religious significance and represent a 
degenerate form of the myth. 

The number of such stories is astonishingly large, and scarcely 
a community is to be found upon the face of the globe which does 
not possess some of them. The tenacity with which they are 
preserved, is illustrated by the recently discovered fact that in 
certain parts of Italy the whole mythology of Etruscan pagan- 
ism still survives in the popular traditions. 



THE SCIENCE OF COMPARATIVE RELIGION 207 

The study of this folklore is an important auxiliary to com- 
parative mythology, and consequently to the science of religions, 
and many valuable materials can be gathered from that source. 

What the oral Mythos is to the lower religions, the sacred 
books are to the higher. These, of course, must form one of 
the most fertile sources of religious information. Theoretically, 
all religions and religious literature should be included in the 
domain of scientific investigation, and there should be no dis- 
crimination in favor of that in which we ourselves believe. But, 
as it is difficult to apply this principle practically without pro- 
ducing unsalutary misunderstandings in the popular mind, there 
are Christian scholars who consider that the non-Christian reli- 
gions furnish materials in abundance, and that it is not necessary 
to even appear to lay irreverent hands upon the truths we revere, 
and upon the records of inspiration. 

The science of hierology or comparative religion has for its 
ultimate object the perfecting of our knowledge of the present 
and past religious condition of all the peoples of the world, and 
the tracing of the causes of the origin, development, decay, cor- 
ruption, transformation and extinction of religious doctrines, prac- 
tices, rites and organizations. Its business is, in short, the 
reconstruction of the religious history of mankind, and the sys- 
tematic description of its present religious condition. It has 
nothing to do with the rational basis of religion, which belongs 
to propaedeutics. Neither has it anything to do with the truth 
or falsity of doctrines, or the excellence or wrongfulness of 
practices ; such questions belong to theology. The correlation 
of religious ideas and practices with the philosophic principles 
upon which they rest, or from which they spring, and their 
rational explanation and elucidation are equally out of its prov- 
ince ; these are functions of the philosophy of religion. 

It is thus with the phenomenal aspect only that the science 
of comparative religion has to do ; and hence it is that this 
science cannot, without becoming something less than a science 
in the modern sense of empirical learning, be carried on from 
the standpoint of any particular religion. Any assertion of the 
truth or falsity of a religion by a hierologist would be made by 
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him, not in his scientific capacity, but simply as a private indi- 
vidual, or else as a philosopher or theologian. 

No science can have a direct aim exterior to itself. The aim 
of every science is the acquisition and diffusion of knowledge 
regarding its own subject-matter, without regard to what use may 
be made of that knowledge. But I will enumerate here a few 
of the useful results which hierological science must incidentally 
have, though it does not, and cannot, as a science, keep them 
in any way in view. 

Religious beliefs and institutions are so closely bound up 
with all the interior and exterior life of the race, that a mastery 
of its religious history will make intelligible for the first time its 
psychological and social history. A scientific study of religions 
must also tend to promote the cause of true religion, both by 
revealing the sources of error, and by enabling truth to stand 
out in more resplendent beauty, as it always will, by placing it 
side by side with falsehood. 

The propagandist will, by means of this science, be made 
acquainted with the systems he is to combat, and be abundantly 
equipped with weapons of attack ; the defenders of the religion 
whose territory he invades may in their turn look to it for a 
means of defense ; but it will be a most real and lasting service 
to that cause of the two which is nearest right. 

Over and above all these special utilities, the results of the 
comparative study of religion cannot but be a broadening and 
humanizing of sympathy, an enlargement of our conceptions of 
human need and divine reponsiveness, of human dignity and 
divine justice, of human achievement and divine providence. 

Unfortunately the question of the methods of the scientific 
study of religions brings us face to face with an illustration of 
the pernicious effects of a religious bias in hierological work. 
Many of the best known writers on comparative religion have 
been primarily specialists in ethnology, and have adopted in both 
of these spheres the same unscientific method ; an inconsistency 
into which they have apparently been betrayed in both cases by 
the necessity they felt themselves under of proving their own 
system of thought to represent the high-water mark of the 
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world's religious development. Scholars of this class are in the 
habit of arranging all known races and cults in linear series, 
placing those which they consider the lowest at the bottom, and 
those which they consider the highest at the top, the others 
graduating between these two extremes. From this artificial 
series, proceeding on the assumption that the lowest must of 
necessity be the most ancient, they write the history of civiliza- 
tion and thought. 

This method is a radically pernicious one. The series of facts 
might be as easily read in the descending scale ; but it has no 
right to exist as a series or be put to any such purpose. The 
history of religions should be based, not upon gratuitous assump- 
tions regarding contemporaneous systems, but upon inductions 
from such real historical facts as are obtainable. A reaction 
against the old ex parte methods has now set in, and the his- 
toric method is continually finding new champions among 
qualified specialists. 

A truly scientific method, analogous to those used in other 
sciences, would be to begin by classifying the religions of the 
world upon the same principles by which animals and plants are 
classified according to the degree of specialization of function 
and organic unity that they exhibit, and the types of structure 
which they severally represent. This method, which one would 
expect to find in general favor among scientific students, has 
thus far been scrupulously avoided, apparently for the single 
reason that it would take the place of honor away from the 
shapeless and negative systems which most of them personally 
affect, and assign them to a position far down in the scale of 
religious development. 

It is not necessary in this connection to engage in a critical 
analysis of all the false methods which have impeded the prog- 
ress of this science, and especially of comparative mythology, 
the branch of it which has been most assiduously studied. 

By careless and one-sided arguments it has been attempted 
to show that all religious myths were personifications, instinctive 
or rhetorical, of the forces and phenomena of nature; or that 
they were the results of distorted historical reminiscences, of 
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philological blunders, of other ignorant misunderstandings, or of 
the wanton fancy of the world's infancy. The historical method 
which ignores none of these elements, nor the claims of divine 
revelation, but which shuns the unwisdom of seeking to explain 
a multitude of intricate phenomena by one simple assumption, 
will inevitably lead to truer and more lasting results than have 
thus far been obtained. 

Before closing, I must insist once again upon the necessity of 
excluding one's own religious opinions from his studies or writ- 
ings on the subject of comparative religion. It is true, however 
strange it may seem, that there is nothing religious about the sci- 
ence of religions. Religious study penetrates behind the sur- 
face of thoughts and things into the divine depths of the ani- 
mating spirit. Philosophical study likewise goes beneath the sur- 
face into the realm of essences or noumena. But the phenomenal 
world is the domain of science, and, as observed at the outset, 
it is with the phenomena alone of religions that the science of 
hierology has to do. 



